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Claire Hirshfield 


The Anglo-Boer War and the Issue 
of Jewish Culpability 


The last years of the nineteenth century found anti-Semitism on the 
rise everywhere in continental Europe. The revival of the ancient 
blood libel in the Hiilsner case, the spread of the pan-German 
movement, and the excesses attendant upon the Dreyfus affair all 
attested to the rapid growth of a ferocious race hatred directed 
against Jews. Less dramatically than on the continent perhaps, the 
barometers of anti-Semitism in England too appeared on the ascen- 
dant. Unlike the situation elsewhere, however, the upsurge in anti- 
Semitic expression in England derived less from the customary 
sources Of unresolved class antagonism than from a set of cir- 
cumstances surrounding that most melancholy chapter in British 
imperial history, the war with the Transvaal Republic. 

One of the domestic by-products of the Boer War was the sudden 
intrusion of a Jewish question in British public life. Opponents of 
the conflict, many with impeccably liberal and humanitarian 
credentials, often sought to exploit the prominence of Jewish 
capitalists and financiers in the economic life of South Africa as a 
means of influencing public opinion. If it could be demonstrated 
that the British government had been tricked into war by the 
machinations of shady Jewish capitalists and that the public had 
been intentionally misled by omnipotent Jewish presslords, then 
sufficient pressure might indeed be generated to end what its op- 
ponents considered an immoral war. That the pursuit of this wor- 
thy aim involved an appeal to a base and discreditable prejudice 
seems to have little troubled the various socialists, radicals and 
labourites who utilized the shorthand of ‘Jewish finance’ as a con- 
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venient means of epitomizing the dark underside of British im- 
perialism. 

The Jewish presence in South Africa — largely peripheral for 
most of the country — had increased dramatically in the wake of 
the diamond strike near Kimberley and the discovery of gold on the 
Witwatersrand in the Transvaal. Among those drawn to South 
Africa were numerous speculators and would-be entrepreneurs who 
glimpsed unparalleled opportunities at hand. Some had valuable 
connections with European business houses and with banking cir- 
cles which specialized in venture capital formation. Utilizing such 
connections a few of them were able in a relatively short time to 
create powerful financial syndicates and extended empires within a 
Boer republic of farmers still clinging to a pastoral life-style.! 

The best known of the newly-made millionaires — sometimes 
called Randlords in deference to their vast wealth and expansive life 
style — was Barney Barnato, a versatile genius from the 
Whitechapel ghetto, who had been the premier force in the dia- 
mond fields until eclipsed by Cecil Rhodes. Rhodes himself relied 
heavily upon the support of Alfred Beit, a financier of German- 
Jewish origin, whose connections with the Rothschilds and with the 
Dresdener Bank enabled Rhodes to achieve his diamond mono- 
poly.? The prominence of Beit and Barnato in the economic life of 
South Africa and the increasing activities of other Jews who were 
commonly believed to control five of the ten major companies 
Operating on the Rand attracted considerable attention, much of it 
negative. The fact that many of the Jewish financiers and 
capitalists who profited from the boom had few formal ties with 
Judaism beyond the circumstance of birth, that they pursued 
economic and class interests as opposed to communal ones, and 
that they were often in conflict with each other was generally ig- 
nored by their critics who saw them as part of a tribal brotherhood 
bound by ties of race and blood and seeking the exclusive advan- 
tage of its own members. Indeed traditional opponents of empire 
seized eagerly upon the existence of a Jewish factor in South Africa 
as irrefutable proof of the inherent hypocrisy and corruption of the 
much-vaunted imperial mission. 

Moreover, recent events in South Africa seemed at least super- 
ficially to confirm their suspicions. The Jameson Raid was a case 
in point. The Raid had been conceived by Rhodes in 1895 as a 
means of eliminating Boer rule from the Rand and of toppling the 
Transvaal’s elderly president, Paul Kruger, who was stubbornly 
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refusing to enfranchise the white newcomers drawn to Johan- 
nesburg and its environs by the gold strike. Though Rhodes was 
clearly the force majeure in the episode, the important roles played 
in the conspiracy by two Jews, Alfred Beit and Lionel Phillips — 
both major stockholders in the biggest of the mining syndicates, H. 
Eckstein and Company — confirmed in some circles the sinister 
link between Jewish finance and rampant imperialism. 

Long before national attention had been drawn to South Africa 
by the Raid and by the Parliamentary inquiry which followed, a 
small group of British Marxists had been insisting shrilly upon the 
essentially Jewish character of British imperialism. The Social 
Democratic Federation had been founded in 1881 by Henry M. 
Hyndman, a wealthy businessman turned Marxist.? Despite 
numerous challenges to his doctrinaire leadership, for the next 
twenty years Hyndman maintained basic control over both the SDF 
and the editorial columns of Justice, its weekly newspaper. During 
those years Justice had been the most consistent source of 
Judeophobic propaganda in England, a not surprising fact con- 
sidering that the tradition of Leftist anti-Semitism masquerading as 
anti-capitalism had been inaugurated by William Cobbett and 
powerfully reinforced by Marx himself.4 Justice often condoned 
anti-Semitic excesses on the continent and, closer to home, 
repeatedly warned that ‘capitalist Jews of the baser sort’ were ex- 
ceedingly influential in both political parties, that they had the 
Prince of Wales in their grip, and that they were poisoning the 
‘wells of public information’ through their control of the press.° 

Hyndman was especially quick to perceive a connection between 
international Jewry and the rapid growth of British interest in 
South Africa. Dismissing Rhodes as merely a ‘tout of Jewish 
capitalists’, Hyndman charged in 1896 that ‘Beit, Barnato and their 
fellow-Jews’ aimed at nothing less than the ‘constitution of an 
Anglo-Hebraic Empire in Africa stretching from Egypt to Cape 
Colony’, designed primarily to swell their ‘overgrown fortunes’ .® 
With war in the offing in the fall of 1899 Hyndman and Harry 
Quelch, his successor as editor of Justice, at once attributed 
responsibility to a combination of Jewish capitalists in South 
Africa who were using the issue of uitlanders’ rights as a 
smokescreen to seize Boer land outright, and the ‘yellow Jew press, 
that loathesome excrescence of modern commercialism’ — in par- 
ticular Oppenheim’s Daily News, Marks’ Evening News, 
Steinkopf’s St James Gazette, and Levi-Lawson’s Daily Telegraph. 
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‘Beit and Eckstein, Barnato and Oppenheim, Steinkopf and Levi’, 
Hyndman wrote, ‘these are the true-born Britons who are egging 
us common Englishmen into the war with the Transvaal.’ Hynd- 
man was apparently unaware that Herman Eckstein was of Ger- 
man Christian descent, since it was his usual custom to attack Jews 
exclusively and to omit the names of non-Jewish magnates from the 
roll call of dishonour. And though the vast majority of London 
papers supported government policy in South Africa, those owned 
or edited by Jews were singled out for special abuse. Since 1890 
Hyndman had been warning of the evil influence of ‘capitalist Jews 
on the London Press’, and he now professed to see his prophecies 
fulfilled, as the ‘Semitic lords of the press’ successfully hounded 
the government into a ‘criminal war of aggression’ in South 
Africa.’ 

Veteran Jewish members of SDF like Joseph Finn and Theodore 
Rothstein were increasingly offended by Justice’s ‘unsocialistic at- 
tacks on Jewish capitalists’, Rothstein complaining that the 
weekly’s ‘tactless’ policy was playing into the hands of the Zionists 
in the East End.’ Gentile socialists also protested, most notably 
Ernest Belfort Bax, who described the anti-Semitic campaign as a 
‘disgrace to our movement’, and warned that its continuation 
would leave an ‘indelible burning stain on English socialism’ .® 

Responding to this pressure, Quelch reluctantly agreed in 
November to curb the invective, though Hyndman stubbornly con- 
tinued for many months to flay the Jewish menace at public 
meetings.'° So closely was the Marxist leadership identified with 
anti-Semitism that the growth of the movement was appreciably 
slowed in Tower Hamlets where SDF canvassers encountered the 
increasing hostility of the Jewish population. Even the passage of 
an official resolution at the SDF’s annual conference in August 
1900 expressing regret that ‘any impression should have gained 
ground that Justice is in any way anti-Semitic’ failed to repair the 
damage.!! In December the popular vote for the Social Democratic 
candidate in the London School Board election fell off by over two 
thousand in Tower Hamlets because, as an SDF organizer in the 
East End noted, ‘the vast majority of Jews gave us the cold 
shoulder’.'!? Hyndman remained unrepentant. ‘It was a serious 
thing to speak of the Jews’, he had once remarked sarcastically, 
‘unless you said that they were the most capable and brilliant peo- 
ple of the earth, you had the whole of their international agencies 
against you.’ So imbued were Hyndman and his coterie with 
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racial prejudice that they almost preferred the destruction of the 
party in promising areas like Stepney and St Georges-East rather 
than the abandonment of the comfortable tradition of cherchez le 
juif. 

Nor were the Marxists alone in their identification of Judaism 
with imperialist aggression. Reynolds’s Newspaper, a respected 
London weekly with a working-class readership, tended to reflect 
the neo-socialism of its editor, W. H. Thompson. With its chatty 
style and anecdotal format, Reynolds’s possessed little of the 
ideological fire of Justice; but Thompson like Hyndman had been 
warning since early 1896 that gold-hungry Jewish capitalists were 
trying to involve Britain in a war in South Africa. The actual out- 
break of hostilities in 1899 thus appeared to confirm his direst 
predictions. ‘At the bottom of the war,’ he charged, ‘are the Jewish 
syndicates and millionaires. ..counting the chickens shortly to be 
hatched.’ And further: ‘The Stock Exchange pulls the string and 
the British government dances. But behind the Stock Exchange is 
the sinister figure of the financial Jew who is gradually enmeshing 
the world in the toils of the money-web which day and night the 
great racial free-masonry is spinning in every corner of the globe.’!4 

Certain elements of the British Left had rallied behind the 
government when the war began, most notably the majority of the 
Fabians and Robert Blatchford’s circle. Others, including Keir 
Hardie’s Independent Labour Party, opposed the war, but in 
somewhat more restrained terms than did the SDF extremists. 
Though the ILP tended to be principally concerned with domestic 
issues, on several occasions the Labour Leader, which was edited 
by Hardie, accused Jewish capitalists of engineering the war in 
order to screw down white wages on the Rand. The crude Jew- 
baiting characteristic of Justice and Reynolds’s was, however, 
eschewed for the most part, although the official JLP News early 
on had attacked the Jew as ‘the very incarnation of the money 
idea’.!5 Those few Liberal papers which espoused a Little 
Englander position now and then published a questionable letter or 
cartoon,'® but editorially they tended to regard the Jewish capitalist 
as no more culpable than his fellows. This was the crucial point of 
difference separating papers like the Morning Leader from their 
Socialist counterparts, which continued to mark the Jewish 
capitalist for special obloquy. 

In the House of Commons the outbreak of war in October quickly 
welded together a disparate group unified by their belief that the 
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Randlords had precipitated hostilities in order to steal the gold-rich 
land of the Boers. The theory of a capitalist conspiracy had been 
first suggested during the Jameson Raid inquiry by two prominent 
Radicals, Henry Labouchere and Philip Stanhope. Reference had 
occasionally been made at that time to the Jewish origin of some of 
the plotters, Labouchere noting, for example, in his journal Truth 
that ‘many of the prisoners bear English names, but are nonetheless 
of foreign Hebrew origin, the kind of people frequently having a 
penchant to Anglicise their names’.!’ In general, however, a certain 
restraint on this subject was observed. All such restraint vanished 
with the start of the war. Stanhope, in offering a controversial 
amendment to the Queen’s opening address, bluntly ascribed the 
war to Rhodes and to his ‘German Jew’ associates who had used 
their wealth to subvert the press and to dupe the public.!8 
Stanhope’s amendment attracted the support of a respectable 
number of Liberals, many of them normally unsympathetic to the 
Radical bloc but so appalled by the war that they wished to register 
a protest.!° 

Campbell-Bannerman, Liberal Party leader since 1898, was at 
once hard pressed to find a common ground on which all wings of 
his badly divided party could agree. However, from the very start 
he ruled out any endorsement by the official opposition of the 
theory of capitalist conspiracy together with its Jewish corollary. A 
theory which attributed the war to the machinations of 
‘moneylenders using the British government as a catspaw’ was un- 
provable and therefore an irresponsible line of attack.”” Rather he 
opted to focus the attack upon such issues as military un- 
preparedness, thus insuring that the chimera of a capitalist-cum- 
Jewish war would be pursued chiefly by political outsiders and not 
by the broad mainstream of Liberals. To be sure, a handful of 
Little Englanders continued to give pride of place to the anti- 
capitalist argument, often linking prominent Jews with especially 
unsavoury doings in South Africa. But it was chiefly the indepen- 
dent opposition in Parliament which was responsible for the in- 
sinuation of anti-Semitism into debate. 

The Irish bloc was probably most guilty of the practice. Whatever 
their internal feuds, the Irish nationalists, backed strongly 
by public opinion at home, greeted the war with unanimous sym- 
pathy for the Boers and with condemnation for the Unionists in 
Westminster and the millionaires in South Africa. Permeating their 
fiery rhetoric in the Commons was the unmistakable flavour of 
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anti-Semitism. Michael Davitt, for example, in condemning the 
cowardice of the Randlords, exempted only Rhodes whose name, 
after all, was not ‘Rhodes-stein’. And John Dillon, in arguing 
against increased appropriations for the war, remarked that ‘I have 
no Objection to Jews’, but went on to suggest that the Jewish 
millionaires ‘who have undoubtedly brought about this war’ should 
be made to pay for it through the confiscation of their fortunes.’ 

The Welsh delegation was more divided in its attitude, reflecting 
perhaps the deep schism within Wales over the issue of the war. 
However, several members, most notably J. Bryn Roberts and 
David Lloyd George, broke Liberal ranks to join the Irish in their 
protests.” Lloyd George was to emerge from back-bench obscurity 
to national fame as a result of his anti-war oratory. Both he and 
Bryn Roberts repeatedly denounced a war fought, in their view, to 
secure for Jewish uitlanders in the Transvaal rights denied to many 
Welshmen at home. Lloyd George’s speeches in particular were 
often marked by the venomous prejudice which to the end of his 
long life he never entirely succeeded in overcoming. Jews were 
cowards who ‘ran away when the fighting came’, he remarked on 
one occasion. ‘Pah,’ he exclaimed on another, ‘fighting for men of 
that type!’ 

For many of the Irish and Welsh critics of the war, the reverse 
side of their hostility to the Randlords was a romantic attachment 
to the Transvaal, a small nation of farmers much like Ireland and 
Wales, which was defending its independence against the relentless 
advance of ‘English’ imperialism. All history showed, Lloyd 
George told an audience of Liberal women ‘how hard it was to 
crush the small nationalities that God had called forth to do his 
work’ .*4 There was as well a neo-mystical element in the sympathy 
felt by some anti-war activists for pastoral, pre-industrial peoples 
like Zulus, Basutos, and Boers.?5 Opposed to these surviving rem- 
nants of uncorrupted innocence in the world was an encroaching 
modernity for which the rootless, cosmopolitan Jew served as a 
convenient symbol. In the hyperbolic and dehumanizing language 
of his critics, the Jew was variously described as a ‘harpy’, a 
‘destructive microbe’, a ‘bloodsucker’, a ‘gold-greedy ghoul’, a 
‘malignant influence’, and as a ‘parasite’ wont to leave its 
economic fangs in the carcass of its prey.? He was indeed the legen- 
dary serpent in the Garden of Eden, polluting the purity of a simple 
folk like the Boers through his obsessive and contagious espousal 
of the materialist ethic and all the sordid impedimenta of stock ex- 
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change capitalism. No one in the Commons articulated more 
revealingly the essentially mythic character of much of the anti- 
Semitic argument than John Burns, Labour MP for Battersea, 
whose references to the ‘trail of the financial serpent’ marked the 
apogee of Judeophobia in Parliament. 

Though all but one of the twelve labourites in the Commons op- 
posed the war from its start, none were as oratorically effective in 
their opposition as Burns, a former SDF member who had risen to 
national prominence as a result of his leadership of the dockers’ 
strike of 1889. On 6 February 1900 Burns gave the theory of 
capitalist conspiracy its classic formulation in the Commons, in- 
sisting in the course of his remarks upon the pivotal role of the 
Jews. ‘Wherever we examine, there is the financial Jew, operating, 
directing, inspiring the agencies that have led to this war,’ he 
declared. ‘The trail of the financial serpent is over this war from 
beginning to end.’ For the uitlanders and their grievances Burns 
had little sympathy. They were mostly Jews ‘who if they got their 
vote would sell it’. What was especially galling was the fact that the 
British army which traditionally had been the ‘Sir Galahad of 
History’ had become in Africa the ‘janissary of the Jews’.?’ 

Burns was a legendary fighter for the rights of the working man, a 
persistent advocate of such good causes as environmental reform, 
women’s rights, and improved municipal services. One is thus 
tempted to ascribe his crude anti-Semitism to an overriding concern 
with the evils of capitalism, regrettable but comprehensible within 
the nineteenth-century context. His diaries, however, reveal a long- 
standing aversion to all Jews, rich and poor, capitalist and pro- 
letarian alike. In the private universe of the diaries Jews may be 
distinguished by their slumping shoulders, slopey heads, cunning 
faces, garish garb, vulgar mien, and huckstering ways. Burns could 
not bear their proximity, a tour through the East End serving to 
depress him for days. ‘The undoing of England is within the con- 
fines of our afternoon’s journey amongst the Jews,’ he wrote.”® He 
was a Classic anti-Semite long before the war accorded him a rare 
opportunity to say in public what previously he had confided to his 
diaries and to combine a visceral assault upon the archetypal 
Jewish financier with a lofty appeal to morality, pacifism, and vir- 
tue. 

Certainly the public endorsement of the notion of a Jewish-made 
war by a man widely regarded as an outstanding spokesman of 
British democracy could not fail to hearten others similarly inclin- 
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ed. The numerous pamphlets published by various anti-war com- 
mittees and leagues were often distinguished by open appeals to 
prejudice as well as by thinly veiled references to cosmopolitan 
speculators and Park Lane financiers.”? Yet for all the impassioned 
rhetoric and prolific pamphleteering, there was little likelihood of 
the development of a Judenhetze in Britain, despite occasional 
fears expressed by the Jewish community. To be sure, allegations 
against Jewish capitalists had proved effective in certain circles, 
especially among the trade union leadership. In September 1900 the 
Trades Union Congress had passed — albeit by a slim margin — a 
resolution condemning the war as one designed ‘to secure the gold 
fields of South Africa for cosmopolitan Jews most of whom had no 
patriotism and no country’.*° But the great mass of unorganized 
workers as Opposed to the elites, appeared quite unmoved by an 
issue basically remote from its own experience and largely un- 
substantiated by proof or evidence. In part, the prospect of im- 
proved job opportunities predisposed many workers to support the 
war. Even more decisively, the Boers’ preemptive strike into Natal 
and Cape Colony with its affront to national dignity had evoked 
from the working class as from the middle classes a truculent 
patriotism against which tendentious talk of conspiracies made 
little headway. As Keir Hardie noted in dismay, ‘the war is the most 
popular ever waged by England. Mobs of workingmen nightly in- 
vade and smash up public meetings held in the interests of peace 
and assault the speakers with stones.’3! 

Moreover the results of the ‘khaki election’ of October 1900, am- 
biguous though they were in some respects, tended to lay to rest the 
bogey of a Jewish-led conspiracy and to discourage its continued 
use. Nowhere was there evidence of a positive response by voters to 
the issue. Some of its most vigorous proponents such as Stanhope, 
Fred Maddison, and G. B. Clark lost their seats, while others like 
Burns and Lloyd George found themselves unexpectedly hard- 
pressed during the campaign. In some areas it proved counter- 
productive as in Stepney and St Georges-East where anti-war 
Liberals lost two seats to Conservatives who managed to win a 
respectable share of the large Jewish vote while expressly condemn- 
ing the Judeophobic aspects of the pro-Boer movement.32 

Also defeated was the possibility that a new political alignment 
based on opposition to the war might emerge in the Commons. The 
close cooperation of radicals, socialists, and nationalists in Parlia- 
ment, at public meetings, and within such organizations as the 
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National Democratic League, had encouraged romantic hopes that 
the wartime coalition might evolve into a formally structured 
political entity. The leadership of such a party would clearly have 
been committed to the socialist concept of a capitalist conspiracy 
complete with anti-Semitic penumbra. However, the results of the 
election revealed the limitations of popular support for the anti-war 
position, thus effectively dooming prospects for a political realign- 
ment based upon the South African issue. A few months later 
Campbell-Bannerman with his denunciation of the government’s 
‘methods of barbarism’ in South Africa succeeded not only in 
demonstrating real signs of political leadership but in generating a 
sense of moral indignation rooted in the reality of wartime horrors 
rather than in the evocation of phantom enemies. The theory of a 
capitalist conspiracy was not quite dead. Labour members of the 
new Parliament including the recently elected Keir Hardie con- 
tinued to make it the heart and soul of their assault on the war. But 
except for confirmed Judeophobes like John Burns, who continued 
until 1902 to flay ‘syndicated Jews who don’t fight but do know 
how to rob’,®? the issue had largely lost its anti-Semitic edge. 

That the anti-Semitic echoes refused to die entirely was probably 
due to the enduring influence of J. A. Hobson who had been 
engaged by the Manchester Guardian in 1899 to report at first hand 
on events in South Africa. In the course of his three months’ so- 
journ, Hobson had become convinced that a small group of Jewish 
financiers was essentially responsible for the crisis. Faced by the 
resistance of the Boers to their increasing dominion, the Jews had 
compelled a suborned British government to wage a war basically 
designed to render the Rand safe for investment again. If the public 
remained ignorant of the ‘Jew-Imperialist’ design being executed in 
South Africa, it was because the Jewish cabal had gained control of 
the British press as well as of the cabinet.** 

Though there was nothing novel in Hobson’s analysis, it was 
more fully developed than anything yet offered by the Marxist or 
Labour Left. Not only were his arguments integrated within an im- 
pressive theoretical framework, but they were reinforced by per- 
sonal observations of events in South Africa. Rarely has a critic 
launched a more savage attack upon the supposed deficiencies of 
Jewish morals and character than did Hobson. In common with 
other anti-war activists, Hobson had earlier evidenced convincing 
symptoms of Judeophobia. A clue to his negative views on Jews 
and Judaism may indeed be found in his study of working-class life 
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in London, Problems of Poverty, which had been published in 
1891. Having decried Jewish influence in London as almost wholly 
destructive, Hobson now presumed to see in Johannesburg signs of 
a similar infection. While appropriate scorn was heaped upon the 
numerous refugees from East European ghettos who functioned as 
pedlars and shopkeepers — ‘a rude and ignorant people’ in Hob- 
son’s phrase — his major thunderbolts were hurled at their ‘showy 
and prosperous brethern’ who controlled the Johannesburg stock 
exchange, the money-lending syndicates, the great mining and com- 
mercial companies, and the press.*> ‘Many of these men have taken 
English names,’ he wrote to the editor of the Guardian, ‘and the ex- 
tent of the Jew power is thus concealed. I am not exaggerating one 
whit. I think I can prove it.’* 

The anti-war movement greeted Hobson’s persuasive analysis 
with predictable praise. But critics too abounded, many of them 
quick to point out that Hobson had neglected to consider fully the 
political and strategic factors at work in South Africa and had failed 
to see that Jewish influence on the Rand was on the wane rather 
than on the ascendant. Reaching instead for a classic villain, Hob- 
son ended by infusing with renewed life the most shopworn and 
tired of clichés. It was, in the phrase of one of his critics, ‘an un- 
worthy appeal to a discreditable prejudice’ .*’ 

It is noteworthy that further reflection led Hobson to revise his 
Over-simplified account of the Jewish factor in South Africa. 
When he published his full-length study of imperialism in 1902, the 
references to a Jewish conspiracy had largely disappeared. But so 
persuasive had he been that his original view of the Boer War as a 
Jewish plot became conventional wisdom in anti-imperialist circles. 
Even after the waning of wartime passions, the sinister image of a 
mysterious Jewish brotherhood enmeshing the world in its monied 
web continued to haunt the minds of the credulous, less perhaps in 
England with its strongly pluralist traditions, than on the continent 
where it possessed a strong attraction for large numbers of people 
susceptible to conspiracy theories. The link between imperialism 
and ‘Jewish finance’ had been for many years a traditional motif of 
the continental Right. With the turn of the century, the theory of 
the Jewish conspiracy became increasingly a staple of Leftist 
rhetoric as well, lent credence no doubt by the stature of those who 
had chosen to endorse it and thereby to validate a myth of truly 
cosmic dimensions. 
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